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“The resolution that has impacted my career the most was to make myself 
international and go to London to study in 1993, (…). The loneliness and the struggle 
from that time brought to the surface my abilities to adapt and to survive, in addition 
to a keener sense of humor and histories listed for a lifetime.” 



















A gestão da mudança e a gestão de recursos humanos estão conectadas intimamente 
em seus processos e em suas evoluções através dos tempos recentes. Esse trabalho 
analisa uma tendência mais moderna na gestão da mudança em aumentar o foco dos 
esforços de seus processos nas pessoas que não ocupam cargo de liderança e quais os 
resultados que essa alteração tem aferido para ambas as áreas. Para alcançar esse 
objetivo, foi feita uma meta análise de estudos empíricos publicados globalmente 
durante o período das duas primeiras décadas desse século (1 de janeiro de 2000 – 30 
de abril de 2020). A análise desses dados possibilitou a formação de uma tabela com a 
efetividade dos processos que focaram: apenas na liderança; nas pessoas que não estão 
na liderança; ou simultaneamente nas pessoas que estão na liderança e as que não 
estão. Os resultados demonstram que é preciso uma visão holística não somente no 
desenvolvimento dos processos de gestão da mudança, mas também nas suas 
aplicações rotineiras e ainda que é preciso uma participação efetiva das pessoas que 
não estão em cargo de gestão nas ações estratégicas da gestão de mudança. Os 
processos que focaram apenas na liderança tiveram uma taxa de sucesso de 60%, 
enquanto os que focaram em ambos os públicos ou somente nas pessoas que não estão 

















Change management and human resources management are deeply connected; both 
by their processes and by their evolution throughout the latest decades. This study 
focusses on a new change management trend that gives more emphasis to the followers 
inside the changing process and what are the effectiveness outcomes of this new 
tendency. In order to achieve this target, an analysis was made by scrutinizing worldwide 
articles published between January 1st, 2000 and April 30th, 2020. The metanalysis 
originated a table that shows a higher effectiveness when the changing process is 
focused at the followers or leaders alongside followers, as opposed to the process that 
focused only at the leaders. The processes that focused only at the leadership level 
presented a 60% successful rate, while the processes that focused both at the leaders 























Personal sacrifices were made in order to write this thesis and making this 
dream of studying abroad something real and complete. Not only my personal sacrifices 
were necessary, but also my family and close friends had to compromise and relinquish 
at several moments so I could focus at the thesis. It would be massively more 
complicated to finish it if I was not able to expect the comprehension from my family 
and friends. I dedicate them my sincere gratitude for their support throughout this 
process.  
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Change management is an ample discussed discipline and the foremost reason is due 
the fact that change is not only an intrinsic part of the organizations but also a need all 
of them manifest today (Petrou, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2018). Change management is 
also one of the key aspects why these very same companies will thrive or find failure in 
their processes (Lehmann, 2017). Being both an intrinsic and a strategic organization 
feature, change management is a tactical field of study nowadays (Galli, 2018).  
According to Slater, Turner & Evans (2016); “change is multifaceted, evolves 
fluidly, and is never linear; much like the connections between people”. Concepts like 
this about change illustrates the importance of a holistic vision of the process itself, 
particularly the bound between change management and human resources 
management (Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell, 2019). 
Human resources professionals are routinely the main workforce of activities 
such as: handling organizational surveys, developing or hiring people and also providing 
administrative counsel to managers and employees; all of those actions are examples of 
activities that impact directly change management (Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell, 
2019). Vital as well to change management, due the constant stress caused by this 
process, is the support given by human resources to employees (Smollan, R. K., 2017). 
Both areas are connected, and both can fortify each other, as stated by Baran, 
Filipkowski & Stockwell (2019).  
One aspect of change management that has been long held at its core is the 
focus of strategic actions devoted exclusively to the leadership level, such as: 
concentrating responsibility and decision power, being eligible to positive outcomes 
bonus or showing an active voice while the change process is designed (Specht et al., 
2018). This is not recent, and it can be observed in studies published for several decades 
now, since change management was first theorized as one single field of study by Kurt 
Lewin (Lewin, 1947).  
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The biggest part of the organizational change literature focused on leadership 
and its ability of leading change last century (Tichy & Devanna, 1986). Years later, 
Whelan-Berry et all (2003) published that they “found numerous articles that focused 
on one aspect of the change process, such as leadership” in spite of “very few articles 
that offer an all-inclusive organizational change process model”. More recently, 
Sonenshein (2016) also stated that any change that a company wants to be productive, 
needs to place focus on the leaders involved.   
Most establishments today use at least one out of many organizational models 
characterized by being post-Fordism, where people are at the core of the company and 
not “just a part of the engine” (Lehmann, 2017). Taking this into consideration, the 
studies about change also need to evolve in order to consider the active role of followers 
instead of having them being simply observed as a passive part that should only be told 
what to do. Galli (2018) states that “without the willingness or desire to change from 
employees and team members, the process to implement change will almost always 
fail”. 
The purpose of this study is to analyze the literature regarding empirical change 
management processes to research the effectiveness of focused actions placed at the 
leadership level versus a holistic focus at both leadership and followers. 
Lehmann (2017) says that “organizational change will have the greatest chance 
of success if change strategies are dynamic and transcendent”. Baran, Filipkowski & 
Stockwell (2019) affirm that most of the academic literature see change as primarily top-
down and hierarchical. This study analyzes what line of thought shows the potential to 
be more effective. 
The concept that the leader transmutes the followers in such ways that always 
leads to superior organizational performance provides theoretical foundation for both 
research and practice up until today (Siangchokyoo, Klinger and Campion, 2020). 
However, current academic researchers are still investing efforts in order to explore this 
leadership architype (Jiang & Chen, 2018; Jin, Seo, & Shapiro, 2016; Rosen et al., 2019). 
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Reviewing articles can challenge this almost standard concept about leadership 
by making theory progress and, eventually, inspiring more innovative and original 
articles to be developed (Corine et all, 2020).  Reviewing the emphasis of actions at 
followers combined with leadership is often undervalued, however, it could hold a 
complex system together and the absence or failure of it could compromise a whole 
structure to malfunction (Siangchokyoo, Klinger and Campion, 2020). 
It is not intended, nevertheless, by this study to antagonize leadership and 
followers inside an organizational change process. The present research seeks only to 
analyze the role of followers in depth and not to deny the importance of a well-
structured and organized leadership.  
2. Theoretical framework  
 
2.1. Change Management 
 
Largely, change means “something which is not permanent” (Kiani & Shah, 2014). 
According to Galli (2018), change is inevitable, whether it is personal or professional, or 
even both in some cases. Change itself can be frightening or simply challenging for most 
people; however, “change is necessary in order to grow, especially in your professional 
career” (Galli, 2018). 
The studies on organizational change have arisen from the 1940s and they are 
regularly traced back to Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1947). While it was firstly described in a 
rather more passive way by Lewin´s initial Change Management Model, as change was 
primarily relying on some sort of external force to be started, implemented and 
sustained (Galli, 2018), change today is usually seen as an enduring and resilient process 
that all organizations must be prepared to go through (Petrou, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 
2018).  
Change is frequently studied in an organizational absorbed perspective. 
However, it is important to note that change can be found outside the corporative 
structure as well. Wandi (2019) says that “changes can be made on many different 
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scales, in many different forms, and at various levels of depth”. According to Jones 
Christensen & Hammond (2015), employees from all levels can be impacted, stressed 
and experience discomfort by changes from both inside and outside organization.  
According to Grand & Deneckere (2019), “change management involves all the 
operations and actions carried out within an organization to handle the change with its 
employees and its environment”. Change management can be understood as a cross-
department process that covers all the organization, considering not only what is inside 
of the company or the team itself where the change takes place, but also what is outside 
(Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell, 2019).   
Taking into consideration that all processes are fused with change in some 
level, as said by Wandi (2019); Martinsuo & Hoverfält (2018) states that an organization 
must deal with “projects, such as creating a new business, implementing new processes, 
merger, acquisition, establishing new relationships, etc.”; all of them, using a change 
management viewpoint.  According all those authors, the density and the dynamism on 
every business today requires change management to be a part of the strategic routine 
inside every well-structured company. 
One of the main reasons to devote efforts on change management, 
nevertheless, is reinforced by the usual failures on the process. It has been long stated 
by several authors, and recently echoed by Anand & Barsoux (2017), that around 
seventy percent of the changing processes will not achieve success. The need for a 
prosperous change strategy has created several methodologies in order to revert the 
percentage of failed changing process into a more thriving scenery (Galli, 2018).   
Change management has, throughout the years, been an object of study across 
the world due the need of successful organizational resilience in times of change and 
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several approaches were suggested (Petrou, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2018). Galli (2018) 
estimates and defines the five most popular methodologies1 to deal with change: 
I. Kurt Lewin’s Change Management Model – considering three statements: 
it is required to exist a change motivator; employees are at the heart of 
changes and change needs to become the new routine while old practices 
need to be elapsed, this model suggests that an organization needs to first 
unfreeze the processes after analyzing what requires to change, then 
perform the change itself and lastly, re-freeze the processes; 
II. Kotter’s 8 Step Change Model –  Leadership must create and sustain the 
type of changes needed for successful organizations following 8 steps using 
a precise order and not skipping any of them: step one – create a sense of 
urgency; step two – create a core coalition; step three – develop and form 
a strategic vision; step four –  communicate and share vision plans; step five 
– empowering employees to act on the vision; step six – to generate short-
term wins; step seven – to consolidate gains and produce more change; 
and, finally, step eight – to initiate and set new changes; 
III. ADKAR Model – the ADKAR model is sequenced by how an individual will 
experience the change. The acronym stands for five goals that the model 
aims to accomplish: awareness, desire, knowledge about the change, ability 
to do the change and reinforcement. The ADKAR Model, as opposed to the 
other models, focuses on people change adaptation instead of considering 
the process itself; 
IV. The McKinsey 7-S Model – this model aims to transform the organization 
from the current position to a new position by identifying the objectives 
and taking into consideration the following aspects: strategy, structure, 
systems, skills, staff, style and shared goals; 
 
1 The five most popular methods were listed by Galli (2018) according to their publication date 
and this order does not try to designate, in any level, that one methodology is somewhat better than the 
other. 
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V. General Electric’s Change Acceleration Process Model (CAP) – this model 
states that the success or failure of a change deals with both acceptance 
and quality. This concept is represented by the equation: Q x A = E. The 
equation means that good quality work with good acceptance will result in 
effective change or results. The model has 7 steps: leading change, creating 
a shared need, shaping a vision, mobilizing commitment, making changes 
last, monitoring progress, changing systems and structures. 
A concept that is shared by all methodologies is the use of change agents. They 
are the frontline to act accordingly against resistance within organizations (Sonenshein, 
2016) and they are those responsible to produce or carry on tactics to effectively 
implement change initiatives (Specht et al., 2018).  
It has been established in the academic literature that change can pose a 
menace to employees’ work-based individuality and also following-on in resistance 
(Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015); change agents, as catalysts of transformation, need to act in 
support of change despite the resistance found (Sonenshein, 2016).  
Change agents are not necessarily represented by the leaders inside an 
organization; however, leaders are usually designated as key change agents (Specht et 
al., 2018) and the academic literature heavily focus on them. According to Alqatawenah 
(2018), leadership “has the potential to inspire subordinates to do their best, develop 
their skills so as to deliver those subordinates to advanced intellectual levels”. 
The change agents selected should be given structure, responsibility, support, 
and incentive as they engage this process; also, the autonomy to fashion their own 
resolutions (Quinn & Quinn, 2016).  If support is provided, Long, Ismail and Amin (2019) 
affirm that the change agents will ease the effective changes in the organization 
successfully. 
2.2 Leaders and Followers 
 
There are numerous concepts for “leader” and “leadership”; nevertheless, most of the 
definitions seem to settle that leadership refers to social and psychological procedures, 
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interpersonal and group dynamics, and impact by influence on all aspects of psychology 
(behaviors, cognitions, and motivations) of others. Leaders, who are usually higher than 
the followers inside the hierarchy of an organization, are responsible for these 
processes, and they might adjust the procedures considering goals, individuals and 
context (Grunberg et al., 2018). Leaders are also in charge of generating influence on 
individuals and groups by enhancing behaviors (through actions), cognitions (through 
perceptions, thoughts, and beliefs) and motivations (by creating a sense of reason why 
an action needs to be taken) to achieve goals that benefit the individuals and groups 
(Callahan & Grunberg, 2018; Northouse, 2016). 
Leaders are characterized as “human capital and intrapersonal knowledge, 
skills, abilities, attitudes, and motivations”, while leadership can be defined as “social 
capital, interpersonal relationships, and organization culture single”. Personal traits of a 
leader refer to “physical and psychological aspects of the individual (e.g., physical 
characteristics, appearance, demographics, attributes, personality, attitudes, beliefs, 
values)”, as the character might include “honesty, integrity, trustworthiness, reliability, 
responsibility, and moral compass” (Grunberg et al., 2018). Although there are many 
types of leaders in the literature (Bean-Mellinger, 2017), allostatic leaders (flexible or 
adaptive leaders who learn, change and grow with experience) are referred as the most 
effective in a change process (Yarnell & Grunberg, 2017). 
Leadership and change management should be treated as an interrelated 
challenge, according to Quinn & Quinn (2016); if the two of them are not concerned as 
one, change management is faded to failure. Petrou, Demerouti & Schaufeli (2018) also 
state that managers, as change agents, are those who are expected to bring employees 
to new behaviors that benefit the organization in a change process.  
The employees who pattern themselves upon directions given inside an 
organization are named followers (Pietraszewski, 2020). Both leader and follower 
identities are systematized within a status of hierarchy (Eilam-Shamir et al., 2016). 
According to Epitropaki et al., (2016), the relationship between followers and leaders 
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can be very dynamic, changing roles among each other eventually or simply due the fact 
the most leaders are followers of a higher leadership.  
The role of employees in a follower position as change agents is endorsed by 
literature. Executives should identify potential influencers through the organization to 
engage in the change management process desired (Quinn & Quinn, 2016). Butler and 
Tregaskis (2018) affirm that those change agents exhibit a generalist overall engagement 
increase as a positive outcome of being chosen as change agent. 
The followers that can become change agents are exemplified by Quinn & 
Quinn (2016) as members of teams or departments affected by the change, people in 
key roles or job positions, individuals who have shown a desire for an explicit change 
process, people who are estimated to be “high potential” in a near or long term future, 
or some assortment of these characteristics together.  
2.3 Human resources management and change management 
Human resources management (HRM) has been evolving, and changing, intensely since 
the past century. This development is characterized by going from a routine 
administrator to becoming responsible for actions of increased business importance and 
strategic relevance (Ulrich & Dulebohn, 2015). The definition of HRM has changed 
through time as well; according to Marchington (2015), a common trend has been a 
three-part structure in which professionals and activities are divided among: centers of 
excellence, shared service centers and business partners. This structure and its activities 
are: 
1) Centers of excellence: they include groups of focused HR experts who focus upon 
tactical areas of the organization, such as: talent acquisition, compensation, 
training and development, or other correlated specialties. They are responsible 
to do internal consulting and knowledge management for the organization inside 
their areas.  
2) Shared services: typically, they deal with areas of HRM that an employee 
accesses directly, including routine administrative and transactional activities.  
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3) Human Resources Business Partners: they are HRM staff members who are 
allocated to assist a specific area of the business, acting as an HRM subject-
matter specialist for the leaders of that business. 
 As a tactical part of an organization, HRM acts in a pivot role at over-all 
organizational changes (Baran, Filipkowski, & Stockwell, 2019). Human resources can 
support change management by applying the ability to implement specific practices and 
actions that can potentially increase the motivation of employees’ insights and 
commitment to change (Maheshwari & Vohra, 2015). Current empirical analyzes 
proposes that transformative human resources practice encourages employee 
adaptability and, therefore, benefits change processes (Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell, 
2019). 
Change management can contribute to human resources management once 
the second’s practices are progressively characterized by efforts across all types of 
change, by being a process of “talent acquisition, compensation, training and 
development, or other related specializations” (Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell, 2019).  
3. Methodology  
 
This study aims to investigate and to compare the effectiveness of efforts applied in 
change management focusing in the leaders or the followers by doing a systematic 
reviewing of the empirical literature produced over the last two decades.  
Corinne et al. (2020) define reviewing articles as “a study that analyses and 
synthesizes an existing body of literature by identifying, challenging, and advancing the 
building blocks of a theory through an examination of a body (or several bodies) of prior 
work”. By doing a literature review, is possible to achieve a critical analysis, to map 
important areas of agreement or disagreement inside academic literature, and to verify 
new knowledge necessities (Torraco, 2016). 
Reviewing articles can be done by considering diverse methods and it can vary 
from organized methods to less organized ones (Snyder, 2019);  however, no matter the 
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academic system chosen, reviewing articles can enable the readers to think theoretically 
and in depth about a subject, as said by Corinne et al. (2020).  
Review articles may offer prospects for developing a theoretical input and 
progressing scientific knowledge. It can be used in order to help other researchers to 
better comprehend a research topic and determine important, under-examined areas, 
which allows the development of new empirical studies in subsequent research (Corinne 
et al., 2020). The propagative aspect raises new notions and theories based on reviewing 
prior studies to create the basis for future deep studies (Gatrell and Breslin, 2017). 
A research was made in order to elaborate this study by collecting articles and 
empirical studies, limited in a timely manner between January, 1st of 2000 and April, 30th  
of 2020, which were available in a digital database provided by the Lisbon School of 
Economics and Management (originally: Instituto Superior de Economia e Gestão - ISEG). 
Specifically, the database used was the online platform B-On. This website was chosen 
considering the higher number of results after compared with two other platforms: 
Scopus and World of Science.  
The research was accomplished by using the following combination of key 
words and searching fields: “change management” and “employee” should be found in 
the title. In order to limit the results, the function “AND” was also used to add “change 
management”, “employee” and “empirical study” to the resumes, as the first possible 
combination, and by using the function “OR” to add “change management” and 
“employee” on the subject of the articles as a second possible combination.  
The research was also limited by articles and studies published only in English, 
texts fully available and results analyzed by the peers. In order to improve the precision 
of the search, the option of Discipline Limited Searching was also used, which allowed 
to narrow down to the following subject-like disciplines: humanistic and social sciences; 
business and management; economics and, lastly, politics and public administration.  At 
the end, 154 articles were found and listed for this study2. 
 
2 The original list of 154 articles can be found in Appendix A. 
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The next stage of the analysis was to read and to scrutinize all the articles. In 
time, they were crossed out of the final study framework if they were: not pertinent to 
the subject by reading the abstract; not pertinent to the subject by reading the full 
article; pertinent to the subject but being a theorical study (instead of empirical); or 
enlisted more than once (Figure 1). 
Figure 1 – Development of Research Framework 
 
 
4.  Data analysis and results 
 
After the process of reading and examination of the 154 articles, it was possible to create 
a second table in order to analyze the data following the criteria: empirical studies only, 
not duplicated and pertinent to theme; according to the study’s objectives. Thus, some 
refining actions were necessary.  
The following articles were excluded from the final data table due bad 
indexation by the online platform: 16, 18, 19, 23, 29, 34, 36, 48, 53, 64, 85, 94, 95, 97, 
Research and collection or articles and studies 
Indexation of articles and studies 
Reading articles and studies 
Exclusion of inappropriate articles 
Listing of valid articles for final research framework 
Analyzes and conclusions 
Literature review 
Source: elaborated by the author 
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98, 105, 112, 117, 118, 123, 124, 126, 127, 131, 132, 133, 139 and 141. Even though they 
were indeed in compliance with the research made using the searching engine, their 
main subjects were different than change management and, therefore, they could not 
be included in the study. 
Despite requesting the online platform to display only empirical articles, some 
of the engine search outputs were theoretical ones. For that reason, the following 
articles were left out of the final sample: 28, 32, 35, 42, 46, 49, 50, 56, 58, 62, 66, 69, 70, 
73, 78, 79, 82, 84, 87, 96, 111 and 125. 
Some articles were also listed more than once by the platform. They were also 
omitted in order to not damage the data. The duplicated articles were: 41, 80, 101, 102, 
103, 108, 109, 110, 113, 134, 142, 143, 144, 145, 146, 147, 148, 149, 150, 151, 152, 153 
and 154. 
Figure 2 presents only the analyzed articles considering those within the 
appropriate subject, not duplicated and not theoretical. At the end, 78 articles were 
classified as valid (entire list of analyzed articles in Appendix B). 
It is possible to reach several different analyses about the academic literature 
production considering the table previously mentioned. These analyses show how the 
theme has been explored through the last two decades considering different aspects. 
Content analysis of the studies shows an increase of articles published 
regarding change management mentioning not only the leadership level, but also the 
followers (no matter where the focus of actions was).  
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The growth can be seen throughout the second half of the time range analyzed. 
There are 55 articles published between January 1st, 2010 and April 30th, 2020 as 
opposed of 23 articles published between January 1st, 2000 and December 31st, 2009. It 
is possible to confirm that the topic mentioned as the focus of this study has increased 
in importance on the second decade, taking into consideration that the number of 
articles has more than doubled if compared to the first decade. 
A new trend can also be identified by analyzing the data when comparing the 
publishing year versus the group that received emphasis at the article; if leadership, 
followers or both (Figure 3). 
The number of published articles focusing the change management actions at 
the followers or both followers and leaders was almost non-existing at the first decade 
(January 1st, 2000 – December 31st, 2009), in opposition to the articles that focused the 
efforts at the leadership level, which were more frequent at their turn.  
The attention given to the three possible options of focus changed at the 
second decade (January 1st, 2010 – April 30th, 2020). The number of articles focusing at 
followers or both followers and leaders increased, as the number of articles focusing 
exclusively at the leadership level has decreased recently. 
Source: elaborated by the author 
Figure 2 - Articles per year 
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  The articles enlisted also ratify the fact that change management is a cross-
industry subject. When analyzing the main activities from the organizations in the valid 
sample, it is possible to verify that the base studies came from several different 
industries, being healthcare and administration the only sectors to be studied in more 
than three different articles. These numbers endorse the fact that change management 
is universal in our current reality. The studies that took place in more than one industry 
were labeled as “cross-market” (Figure 4). 
 
Source: elaborated by the author  
Figure 3 - Articles reporting leaders, followers and both perspectives 
Source: elaborated by the author  




1 2 1 1
19
2 1 1 2
14
1 1 1 2
7
1 2 1 2 2 1
Main activities of the organizations in the studies
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It is possible to also identify by the analysis done over the table that most of 
the studies were made inside large companies. A probable explanation for this could be 
the fact that it is usually required to be in a higher level of organizational structure to 
have a change management team or even a designed changing process, which would 
allow to host an empirical study in an easier manner.  
The criteria used to classify the organizations described at the articles into 
small, medium-sized or large were: first, according to rules made by the Portuguese 
National Institute of Statistics (originally: Instituto Nacional de Estatística). A small 
company employs up to 50 personnel and it has no more than 10 million euros as annual 
business; a medium-sized company employs up to 250 personnel and the annual 
business goes no higher than 50 million euros; and bigger companies than those 
measures are classified as large. Second, If the numbers were not disclosed by the 
articles, the companies were classified according to the self-description found at the 
article or categorized as “undefined” if no information was given whatsoever (Figure 5).
 
Source: elaborated by the author  
Figure 5 - Articles per frequency of organization size in the studies 
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The journals listed3 also reinforced that change management is studied and 
issued in journals directed to several different fields. The top five journals were: Human 
Resource Management, with 6 articles; Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, with 4 
articles; International Journal of Human Resource Management, with 3 articles; Journal 
of Change Management, with 3 articles; and Organization Development Journal, with 3 
articles.  
It is also possible to note that almost half of the articles from the top 5 were 
published by journals related to human resources studies (9 out of 19), accentuating the 
bound between human resources and change management (Figure 6). 
Source: elaborated by the author  
 
The articles were published usually by more than one author. It is possible to 
verify that 38,5% of the articles were written by two authors; followed by 22% of the 
articles written only by one author, 20% of articles being written by three authors and 
14,5% of them being written by four authors. Only 5% of the articles were authored by 
groups of 5 or 6 researchers (Figure 7). 
 
3 The full list of journals can be found in Appendix C. 
Figure 6 - Top 5 journals  
Top 5 journals 
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Source: elaborated by the author  
Results show that most of the studies had Europe as base; around 33% of the 
studies were made with data from this continent. America (considering North and South 
America) comes in second place, counting almost 28% of the studies. It is possible to 
verify that Europe and America hold together more than 60% of the studies. Africa, Asia 
and Oceania embody around 28% of the studies. At last, some studies took place in 
different continents simultaneously, being labeled here as “global”; they represent 
around 9% of the sample4 (Figure 8). 
 
4 A graphic showing all countries per continent can be found in Appendix D. 
Figure 7 - Number of authors in each article 
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Source: elaborated by the author 
A significant finding when analyzing the data relates to the effectiveness of the 
change processes. A table was made considering the success or the lack of it described 
at the articles versus the focus of the change management actions. 
The success or the lack of success is defined according to the self-described 
targets established at the articles and whether they were achieved or not. Some articles 
did not specify in detail what their original targets were, but all of them described if the 
outcomes were majority or completely positive or negative.  
The focus of the change management actions is defined according to three 
possible concentration of efforts by the empirical processes: 1) if the actions were 
focused only at the leadership level, 2) if the actions were focused only at the followers 
or 3) if actions were focused on both of them.  The self-described appointment of 
leadership and followers at the articles was considered here for these analyses. 
The table of change process outcome shows that there is more effectiveness 
when the change management actions are focused on the followers or both followers 
and leaders. Considering the focus at the followers, 92% of the outcomes were 
completely or mostly positive, followed close by actions being focused on both 
perspectives, with a rate of 90% of success. The average of positive outcomes rate in 
Figure 8 - Studies per continent 
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processes that valued the perspective of followers and both the followers and the 
leaders is 91%. 
The change processes that focused their main efforts only at the leadership 
level shows a significant lower rate of effectiveness outcome: only 60% of the processes 
were completely or mostly positive (Table 1). 
Table 1 – Change process outcomes considering the perspective of leaders, followers or both.  
Main Focus 
Mostly or completely 
negative - Total 
Mostly or completely 
negative - Percentage 
Mostly or completely 
positive - Total 
Mostly or completely 
positive - Percentage 
Both 3 10% 26 90% 
Leaders 10 40% 15 60% 
Followers 2 8% 22 92% 
Source: elaborated by the author  
The processes were also itemized according to the change management 
process orientation. They were categorized if the process was developed to take place, 
considering the organization hierarchy, top-down or bottom-up.  
Analysis shows that bottom-up processes are more likely to result in mostly or 
completely positive outcomes, being 10% of the processes. On the contrary, top-down 
processes with mostly or completely negative outcomes are almost 27% of the top-
down change management process. 
The articles were classified as top-down if the action plan considered principal 
change management actions focusing on the leadership first and then being cascaded 
to the followers. The bottom-up were classified if the process went the other way. This 
classification, however, does not exclude the leadership responsibility to manage the 
process, it only targeted the process orientation of actions (Figure 9). 
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When it comes to be a planned or an unplanned change process, the analysis 
shows that most of the planned change process were leadership-oriented, being top-
down executed. The highest chance of the process being made bottom-up comes from 
the unplanned change processes.  
The articles listed with bottom-up and unplanned change processes described 
in majority scenarios where the change were already happing when identified officially 
by the organization or there was no time to create a proper chain of actions focusing at 
the leadership, and the followers on the frontline had to adapt first, becoming the initial 
























Change management process orientation
Figure 9 – Change management process orientation 
Source: elaborated by the author 1 
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It is possible to verify after focusing only at the mostly or completely positive 
outcomes that the reasons for success are almost equally divided between two focusing 
areas of support from the organization: an universal support to every person inside the 
company – such as: autonomy, communication, intrinsic culture of change or even 
support from human resources or the responsible department for the change process – 
or a leaders-oriented support where the organization focused on empowering the 
leaders first (Figure 11). Both approaches seem to be effective. It is important to 
highlight that no case of success was found where the support did not come first from 
Figure 10 - Factors of success 
















Planned and unplanned change process
Source: elaborated by the author  
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30
Leaders-oriented support from the
organization
Universal support from the organization
Factors of success
Source: elaborated by the author  
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When analyzing only the mostly or completely negative outcome cases, it is 
possible to verify that the majority of the factors of unsuccess come from the lack of 
change management process; meaning that on those articles, there was no process 
established whatsoever or no one prepared. The lack of organizational support was also 
verified as a second reason why the change processes were not effective (Figure 12). 
 
 
The emphasis of actions described at the articles for one group or the other 
does not mean that the opposite group was elapsed; it only means that actions such as: 
being a part of the change process designing creation, being a part of a change process 
committee or being eligible to productivity bonus, for example, focused heavily on one 
specific group. It is safe to undertake by reading the articles that if those actions focused 
on the leaders, for example, the followers also had a part at the change process itself 
and the other way around, even if not focused by the majority of efforts.  
This systematic literature review only considered articles that mentioned 
leaders and followers simultaneously through their empirical studies. If someone were 
to make almost the same research at the online platform B-On demonstrated here, but 
just not considering the followers as a restraining topic for the results, it should be likely 
Figure 11 - Factors of unsuccess 
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Lack of Change Management Processes Lack of Organizational Support
Factors of unsuccess
Source: elaborated by the author  
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to find a higher number of articles in opposition to the 78 analyzed here (a quick 
research without “followers” as a limiting topic found over 40.000 articles in September 
12th, 2020).  
It is important to consider, however, both approaches at the same study 
otherwise the results would be considered fallacies under argumentum ex silentio; 
meaning that by not mentioning the followers at the other articles, it would not be 
possible to make a statement that their change processes were more or less effective 
than those that did assessed the followers alongside.  The absence of topics referring 
the followers cannot imply that those researches do not acknowledge the positive 




The higher effectiveness of the change processes that focused on the followers 
or both followers and leadership can create a turnaround for change management, as it 
is usually seen today. The current status quo inside the organizations is to maintain the 
focus of actions at the leadership level (Quinn & Quinn, 2016; Petrou, Demerouti & 
Schaufeli, 2018), not questioning how effective this can be or not associating the 
unsuccessful cases to it; however, the results presented here show otherwise: the 
followers must have a role as change agents.  
Most positive outcomes when the followers are an active part of the change 
agents impacts deeply on how the organizations should apply their efforts and assets in 
a change management process. It might be cheaper at first glance to budget positive 
outcomes bonus only to the leaders (as an example of a focused action), as they tend to 
be a minor number than the followers; however, showing a 60% success rate, an 
organization should be careful not to apparently save efforts and assets first, but 
spending more in the future to amend the failed changing process.  
The superior number of positive outcomes when the followers have a role as 
change agents presented here must also be read alongside the other graphics originated 
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by the data collected. As the numbers of main activities of the organizations in the 
studies gathered and the number of countries where the data was collected for the 
studies were all rather balanced, it is safe to sustain that the followers should have a 
role as change agents in a holistic perspective, independently what industry the 
organization is a part of or where the operation is being held.  
This review of articles shows a practical trend through collected data that 
followers must have an active role as change agents, instead of being passive during the 
changing process. This concept needs to be taken into consideration when choosing 
which change management method will be used inside the organization. Not 
unexpectedly, the five most popular methodologies estimated by Galli (2018) all 
consider the followers for their steps. 
The factors for success analyzed in detail identify the top two reasons for 
change effectiveness as “autonomy and trust on both leads and followers”, and “support 
through budget, tools, and assets for both leads and followers”. The listed factors show 
that 60% of the “mostly or completely positive outcomes” happened primarily because 
either the organization gave autonomy to the individuals involved in the process or 
provided the proper instruments to achieve success to both leads and followers.  
Empowering the change agent will more likely bring success to the change 
process, as stated by Long, Ismail and Amin (2019); and the table shows that enhancing 
the change agents, both the leads and the followers, is more critical than the actions 
developed by the leaders or an objective communication plan. 
Table 2- Detailed factors for success 
 
Examining the failures is also important because it can demonstrate what needs 
to be avoided totally or partially in a changing process.  The analyzed articles show that 
Detailed factors for success Total Percentage 
Autonomy and trust on both leaders and followers 19 30% 
Support through budget, tools, and assets for both 
leaders and followers 19 30% 
Assessment, evaluation, influence, and development 
from the leaders 13 21% 
Clear communication plan 12 19% 
Source: elaborated by the author 
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for categorized articles as “mostly or completely negative outcomes” processes, the 
reason for over 50% of the failures is the lack of pre-established change process. In such 
cases, even when the change was originally planned as a target, the lack of a previously 
implemented and well-rounded process was nominated as the responsible failure 
factor. It is recommendable that, based on our results, future processes should aim for 
the basic change management process first and then move forward to level it up. 





The errors at the change management processes and the unsuccessful 
processes are highly valued at the academic literature as a way of improving the 
methods; however, it is important to highlight that an ineffective change process can 
inflict deep damages to the organizations such as: waste of budget and resources, 
decrease in engagement, reduction of morale and it can also make employees grow 
suspicious about the next change process (Galli, 2018). As the analysis shows, when 
focusing exclusively on the leaders presents a 40% rate of mostly negative or completely 
negative outcomes and it should be, therefore, avoided.  
Taking into consideration the impact caused by change management at the 
human resources management; Butler and Tregaskis (2018) affirm that as a result of 
being a change agent, there is an increase of engagement towards several topics for all 
the employees. Not only this is beneficial to the change process itself, but it also helps 
human resources professionals as raising engagement is a current challenge, no matter 
if they work inside a center of excellence, a shared service center or as a business 
partner. Even if raising the engagement is not the current challenge for a specific HRM, 
the benefits of having the followers as change agent should make the other HRM 
processes easier (Quinn & Quinn, 2016).  
Detailed factors for unsuccess Total Percentage 
Lack of pre-established change process 8 53% 
Lack of budget or asset support 3 20% 
Communication plan failure 2 13% 
Leadership failure 2 13% 
Source: elaborated by the author 
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6. Conclusions  
 
A deeper analysis at the graphics originated by the articles reinforce what the 
most modern authors have been writing about change management in the last two 
decades: change management is a cross-cultural, cross-country and cross-industry 
constant contemporary process (Lehmann, 2017; Petrou, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2018; 
Galli). 
This study also shows that there is an increase of articles focusing on the 
importance of followers inside of the change management process. This seems to be a 
natural growing tendency once the common employees have been more often 
identified as an important part of the organizations and not just an “engine” (Lehmann, 
2017). As said by Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell (2019), change is a holistic process and 
all the participants inside the process must be taken into consideration not only for the 
process itself, but also for the strategic course of action. 
The analyses made at this study regarding the empirical articles listed shows a 
gain of efficiency when the change process management focus most of the actions at 
the followers or at them alongside the leaders, as opposed to focusing only at the 
leadership level.  
Taking into consideration that change management and human resources 
management are profoundly connected, as described by Baran, Filipkowski & Stockwell 
(2019), this study presented here shows a very important trend on how to apply efforts 
when a changing process is held in place, improving the effectiveness for both change 
management and human resources management.  
7. Limitations and further research 
 
Nevertheless, the results and conclusions this study shows still have limitations. 
First, even though the initial research showed a high number of results, there were a lot 
of articles that had to be cut out of the final table due: bad indexation, being strictly 
theoretical or duplicated. Second, the other databases could have been used in order to 
achieve a higher number of valid articles and, therefore, to present a more significant 
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data. Third, more subject-like disciplines could have been added to the research engine 
in order to analyze more areas than the four selected. These three issues limited the 
data gathered and they pushed back a possible wider range of analyses. 
Further research could approach a wider range of articles, considering more 
areas and activities. Once this study shows that change is published through an 
extensive variety of journals specialized in different fields, a larger research should proof 
be very interesting. Also, it will be thought-provoking to make the same analyzes 
considering a new time frame in the future; once we can check an increase of literature 
production on the second decade of this century, if compared to the first decade, it 
would be intriguing to compare how the numbers evolves over the next years.  
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75 Cooney, R. and Sewell, G. 2008 Group & Organization Management Australia 
76 Jones, R. A., Jimmieson, N. L. and Griffiths, A. 2005 Journal of Management Studies Australia 
77 Birkinshaw, J., Bresman, H. and Håkanson, L 2000 Journal of Management Studies  Global 
78 Reilly, A. H. 2008 
Advances in Developing Human 
Resources 
Malaysia 
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Appendix C. List of publications 
Journal Total of Articles 
Human Resource Management 6 
Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 4 
Journal of Change Management 3 
Organization Development Journal 3 
International Journal of Human Resource Management 3 
Journal of Management Studies 2 
American Review of Public Administration 2 
Academy of Management Journal 2 
Clinical Gerontologist 2 
Journal of Management 2 
European Management Journal 2 
Journal of Nursing Management 2 
Group & Organization Management 2 
Human Resource Management Journal 2 
Applied Psychology: An International Review 1 
Procedia Economics and Finance 1 
Journal of Corporate Citizenship 1 
Business Information Review 1 
Journal of Nursing Management  1 
Faculty of Economics in Osijek 1 
Journal of Business Communication 1 
Business: Theory & Practice 1 
Current Issues of Business & Law 1 
Health Promotion Journal of Australia 1 
Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector Marketing 1 
Human Relations 1 
European Journal of Information Systems 1 
Human Resource Development International 1 
Journal of Business & Psychology 1 
Human Resource Development Quarterly 1 
Communications of the ACM 1 
British Journal of Management 1 
Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management and Innovation 1 
Journal of Personal Selling & Sales Management 1 
Journal of Management Inquiry 1 
Journal of Technology Management & Innovation 1 
Journal of Management Studies  1 
Annals of the University of Oradea: Economic Science 1 
Employment Relations Today 1 
Personnel Psychology 1 
Journal of Park & Recreation Administration 1 
Qualitative Report 1 
SA Journal of Industrial Psychology 1 
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Journal of World Business 1 
IEEE Transactions on Professional Communication 1 
Organization Science 1 
International Journal of Clinical Leadership 1 
Public Money and Management 1 
Total Quality Management & Business Excellence 1 
FACES Journal 1 
Academy of Management Executive 1 
Total Quality Management 1 
Journal for East European Management Studies 1 
Advances in Developing Human Resources 1 
International Journal of Public Administration 1 
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Appendix D. Number of articles per countries and continent 
 
 
Source: elaborated by the author  
 
